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Come on in, the water’s fi ne

W elcome to the fourth edition of StartVirginia, 
our annual special issue focused on the 
state’s entrepreneurial ecosystem. It bears 

the name of the StartVirginia page in our monthly 
magazine, where, as you might expect, you’ll � nd 
additional coverage of the world of startups and small 
businesses in Virginia.

Our featured story from freelance writer Courtney 
Mabeus-Brown explores the rapid growth of government 
contracting startups clustered near D.C. (See Page 6.) 
Fueled by the 2015 launch of the Defense Department’s 
Defense Innovation Unit, sometimes called the 
“Pentagon’s innovation experiment,” the burgeoning defense tech and AI startups sector is 
seeing increased interest from both the government and VC investors.   

The Elevator Pitch, a hallmark of the StartVirginia issue, features 12 innovative startups 
in varying industries, from packaged food to EV charging to in-space assembly robotics. 
(See Page 12.) Selected from a host of applicants, these founders tell our readers what makes 
their ventures a good bet.  

Within these pages you’ll also � nd an examination of late-stage startups in no rush to 
go public, as well as a look into how a few health systems in Virginia aid their healthcare 
professionals in commercializing innovation. Additionally, entrepreneurs seeking to use AI for 
assistance scaling should check out our story on Page 30. 

And if you’re looking for more advice, check out this issue’s commentary from an 
undeniably successful founder, Bill Crutch� eld, CEO of Charlottesville-based electronics 
retailer Crutch� eld Corp.

Whether you’re a newcomer to this domain, a unicorn CEO, venture capitalist or casual 
observer, this issue has something for you. Dive in!

Katherine Schulte
Deputy Editor
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Ecosystem insights
Leaders from across Virginia’s entrepreneurial ecosystem discuss 

industry trends, challenges facing startups and opportunities for founders. 

RYAN HALL
E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R ,  S H E N A N D O A H  C O M M U N I T Y C A P I TA L  F U N D  A N D  S H E N A N D O A H  VA L L E Y 
T E C H N O L O G Y C O U N C I L ,  S TA U N T O N

What is unique about the entrepreneurial ecosystem in your region? 
The Shenandoah Valley is extremely collaborative. Our strength really 
stems from the rural hospitality any tourist receives when they visit. That 
same energy extends to entrepreneurs when they are looking for resources 
or access to capital. Our assistance doesn’t stop at a county line or revenue 
threshold. Each support organization in the valley is dedicated to building a 
stronger regional support network, and our entrepreneurs feel it. 

SCCF made several changes to its programs within the last year — 
which has had the greatest impact? 

We’ve made a concerted eff ort this year to realign our programs with our strengths in capital access and 
acquisition. For nearly 20 years, we’ve been lending to entrepreneurs in the valley, and we want to make 
sure that expertise is conveyed to our program participants whether they are looking for equity or non-
equity funding. While not a big visible change, I think adjusting our curriculum point back to capital 
building and sound fi nancial practices is making the biggest impact. 

How do SCCF microloans assist entrepreneurs?
We hold a unique space in the incubation/acceleration community because we are able to provide loans 
to startups. Some programs have access to equity capital, but we have the ability to provide early-stage 
startup capital in the form of a fi ve-year loan of up to $50,000. Generally, entrepreneurs have used these 
funds for overhead costs, minimal viable product development, equipment purchases, etc. Our only 
limitation is commercial property acquisition and buildout.  

SOMIAH LATTIMORE
E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R ,  A P E X  C E N T E R  F O R  E N T R E P R E N E U R S ,  V I R G I N I A  T E C H ,  B L A C K S B U R G

You joined Virginia Tech from the University of Richmond 
last year. In what ways do the entrepreneurial ecosystems of 
these universities diff er or overlap?
Both ecosystems are collaborative and interdisciplinary but diff er 
in scale and context. Richmond off ers an intimate environment 
with strong metro connectivity, and its initiative began just 
before my tenure. 

In contrast, Virginia Tech founded the Apex Center for 
Entrepreneurs 10 years ago and operates on a larger scale, 
providing access to a broader talent pool through a land-grant 
university-wide platform and supporting founders at all stages. 

Richmond’s ecosystem is shaped by proximity and close-
knit relationships; Virginia Tech’s by technical breadth, scale 
and national reach, with particular density in Virginia and an 
established footprint across the commonwealth.

What attributes do aspiring student entrepreneurs need to be successful?
Curiosity, resilience and coachability are essential. Successful entrepreneurs test assumptions, engage 
customers early, accept feedback and iterate continuously. They combine ambition with humility, 
collaborate across disciplines and remain focused on the problem. Initiative is also important; founders 
who begin before feeling fully prepared oft en learn the fastest. Entrepreneurship is about taking action 
and building habits through real-world experimentation, rather than waiting for the perfect idea.

What industries are Virginia Tech student founders interested in?
Our students are committed to improving the human condition. There is strong interest in technology 
and AI solutions, fi ntech, edtech, healthtech and social impact and sustainability ventures, as well as 
creative and community-based businesses. This diversity refl ects the interdisciplinary approach of 
Virginia Tech entrepreneurship, where founders oft en blend technical, design, business and service-
oriented skills.

JASON CHEN
C E O ,  V E N T U R E S C O P E  A N D  M A C H 3 7,  T Y S O N S

What technologies are cyber startups tending 
toward, and are those focuses refl ected in 
Virginia? 
The current landscape is continuing its evolution 
from static defense to proactive resilience. Startups 
are prioritizing agentic AI, non-human identity 
security and supply chain transparency to combat 
the rise in malware-free intrusions relying on 
social engineering and stolen credentials. We are 
tracking the rise of agentic AI and autonomous 
security operation centers, where startups deploy 
AI analysts to triage with autonomous remediation 
permissions. There’s a particular surge in securing 
non-human identities to detect autonomous 
malicious machine-to-machine access.

While Virginia-based startups mirror global 
trends, their unique strengths lie in defense tech 
and critical infrastructure protection. These 
startups are more likely to be dual-use oriented, 
and have diff erentiators linked to compliance and 
energy-conscious AI. 

How competitive is the market for AI 
cybersecurity tools, and what can founders 
in the fi eld do to stand out?
The 2026 AI market is extremely competitive, with 
a few massive platforms capturing the majority 
of resources while thousands of startups fi ght for 
the remainder. This is driving a shift  from point 
solutions to integrated platforms as enterprises 
attempt to fi x “tool sprawl.”

To compete, new startups are carving out “deep 
tech” moats in niches like non-human identity 
(NHI) security and “circuit breaker” protections 
for AI agents against prompt injection in a space 

where machine identities now 
outnumber humans 50-to-1. AI 

startups must shift  their focus from 
“selling AI” to “solving outcomes,” 
diff erentiating themselves by 
moving towards agentic systems 
that safely execute.

What emerging technologies are 
gaining ground?
Virginia’s cybersecurity sector, 

in particular, is focusing 
on quantum-resistant 

security through 
quantum-proof keys and 
crypto-agility to meet 
new federal standards, 
as well as securing 
machine-to-machine 
communication to 
address growing AI 
concerns. 
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DELCENO C. MILES
P R E S I D E N T  A N D  C E O ,  T H E  M I L E S  A G E N C Y,  V I R G I N I A  B E A C H

Based on your own experience as a founder, what advice 
would you give other entrepreneurs? 
Seek support from credible and knowledgeable experts/
mentors who are where you aspire to be. Have a solid plan 
about what your business is and who your target audience(s) 
are. Expand your network in the community and in your 
industry by joining affinity organizations. Volunteer your 
services if necessary as you build your business and brand to 
give prospective clients a preview of what your capabilities 
are. Consider teaming with others to build capacity for client 
pursuits. Use resources designed to support your business 
at little to no cost, such as the Small Business Development 
Center in your area, the U.S. Small Business Administration 
and the Virginia Department of Small Business and Supplier 
Diversity, to name a few.

What challenges might entrepreneurs not take into consideration when starting a business? 
Entrepreneurs might not consider the financial and time commitments needed to build and scale 
your business. Owning a business is definitely not a 9-to-5 type of endeavor. Most startups are usually 
underfunded and may not have the collateral to receive financing from traditional resources like banks 
or credit unions. Whatever funds you have, carefully invest them into the business, not the perks like 
cars or fancy office space. Keep your overhead as low as possible. Work from home. Hire support team 
members on a contractual basis versus employees. It saves money and you only pay for what you need 
at the time.

What are the key elements of a successful pitch to prospective clients?
The primary key elements are what distinguishes you from your competitors and your success record. 
Clients want to know how you can help them solve their problem(s). Be ready to address that directly.

MIKE STEELE
P R E S I D E N T  A N D  C E O ,  A C T I VAT I O N  C A P I TA L , 
R I C H M O N D

How does Virginia’s life sciences startup ecosystem 
compare with those of other states you’ve worked 
in? What lessons could Virginia learn from them?
Virginia is highly competitive, but it is still earlier in 
its maturation curve than states like Massachusetts, 
North Carolina and New Jersey and has similarities 
to Georgia, all pit stops during my career. What 
Virginia has today is a strong research base, growing 
entrepreneurial activity, lower operating costs than 
the major coastal hubs and increasing momentum in 
manufacturing and commercialization. 

The lesson for Virginia is not to copy any one 
state. It is to be intentional about building the 
pieces of a complete ecosystem. Virginia can win by 
doing four things well: supporting entrepreneurial 
support organizations and expanding early-stage 
capital; scaling wet lab and pilot/manufacturing 
infrastructure; creating a more coordinated 
commercialization-to-workforce pipeline; and 
making site selection and permitting easier for 
growing companies while maintaining its status as a 
top tier business-friendly state. Virginia already has 
the core assets. The opportunity now is to connect 
them with the same level of long-term strategic 
discipline that made those other states nationally 
competitive.

In what ways did Activation Capital expand its 
Frontier BioHealth accelerator in February?
Frontier BioHealth was created to address a critical 
gap facing emerging biohealth founders: access to 
practical guidance, sector-specific expertise and 
trusted connections needed to translate scientific 
innovation into scalable, investable companies. 
Following its first cohort, the program is advancing 
with deeper advisory engagement and a more flexible 
delivery model informed by founder feedback and 
early outcomes.

Frontier BioHealth is now delivered through a 
more flexible engagement model, including rolling 
admissions and an asynchronous cohort structure, 
allowing companies to participate alongside ongoing 
research, development and commercialization efforts. 
This approach reflects the realities faced by scientific 
founders who must balance lab work, regulatory 
planning, fundraising and team development without 
stepping away from critical work. ■

JENNIFER O’DANIEL
S E N I O R  D I R E C T O R ,  V I R G I N I A  V E N T U R E  PA R T N E R S ;  P R O G R A M  M A N A G E R ,  V I P C  L A U N C H , 
V I R G I N I A  I N N O VAT I O N  PA R T N E R S H I P  C O R P. ,  R I C H M O N D 

What trends are you seeing among  
Virginia startups, particularly software  
and cybersecurity startups?
We are seeing a significant increase in AI 
startups across Virginia, enabling faster 
product development cycles and accelerating 
time to revenue. In cybersecurity, startups 
are increasingly centered around AI-native 
solutions, with founders building automated, 
intelligent platforms rather than traditional 
tools. At the same time, there is growing 
momentum around dual-use technologies 
and digital twins, reflecting the region’s strong 
intersection of commercial innovation and 
government-driven demand.

What challenges are unique to  
Virginia’s entrepreneurial ecosystem?
Virginia has emerged as a top 10 venture capital 
market nationally, underscoring the strength 
and momentum of its startup ecosystem.  
However, at the same time, investors are writing 
fewer, larger and more conviction-driven checks, 
with heightened expectations around traction, revenue and capital efficiency. 

Pre-revenue and pilot-stage companies have faced increasing challenges in raising angel capital. 
To help address this funding gap, VIPC launched the Launch Note program, which incentivizes angel 
investment by matching capital at a 1:2 ratio. Through this initiative, we have funded seven companies 
over the past several quarters.

What do you look for when you’re evaluating applications for the VIPC Launch Grant for early-stage 
startups or for the Launch Note program?
We seek founders with deep domain expertise, paired with the passion and conviction needed to 
attract and inspire top talent. We prioritize companies addressing large, scalable markets that can draw 
venture capital into Virginia and drive meaningful job creation. Equally important, we look for clear 
evidence that customers will derive real value from the product.
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D
uring the past three years, Govini CEO Tara Murphy Dougherty estimates 
she’s handled hundreds of calls from investors looking to grab a stake in the 
Arlington County-based defense so� ware � rm she leads. 

It was a good problem to have, she admits, albeit a time-consuming one. 
“I think this is typical of many companies that are successfully navigating 

this market,” Dougherty says. “On a pretty much daily basis, I would hear 
from various investors who were interested in getting to know the company 
for the purposes of making an investment.”

STARTVIRGINIA 2026  |  7

GROWTH 
SKYROCKETS 

FOR VA. GOVCON 
STARTUPS

by Courtney Mabeus-Brown

The company’s � agship suite of AI-enabled applications — known collectively as Ark — is 
used across each of the U.S. military branches and within intelligence agencies to speed acquisition. 

In October 2025, Govini announced it had secured $150 million from Boston-based private investment 
� rm Bain Capital, elevating it to unicorn status with a $1.25 billion valuation. 

Founded on the West Coast in 2011, Govini moved to Northern Virginia in 2016 in a pivot toward 
the federal government. It was drawn by the Pentagon’s establishment of the Defense Innovation Unit 

in 2015 to accelerate the adoption of commercial technology and expand the defense industrial base 
as the military realized it was falling behind its competitors.

“The conversation was really just starting around this idea of bringing in new companies or tapping into 
… the American technology sector in order to expand beyond just the traditional primes,” Dougherty says.

The bet paid o� . As a government contractor, Govini has joined other Northern Virginia-based 
unicorns, as well as a host of other startups in the region that have recognized the value of being close 

to their government customers.
Virginia is the “heart and soul of U.S. national security,” Dougherty says, adding that Govini employees 

visit the Pentagon multiple times each week to meet with customers.
“It’s Defense Tech Alley here,” she says of Rosslyn, the Arlington neighborhood where Govini is 

headquartered. “You can’t cross the street and get lunch at Cava without bumping into a founder of another 
fantastic growing defense tech company.” > > >
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Venture capital buy-in
Investors, too, have taken note of Northern 

Virginia’s growing cache of government con-
tracting startups and, in particular, those in 
the hot defense tech sector, even given federal 
workforce layoffs and impacts on government 
contractors.   

Venture capitalists invested about  
$5.3 billion in the greater Washington 
region across 341 deals in 2025, according 
to the PitchBook-National Venture Capital 
Association Q1 2026 Venture Monitor. That’s 
up from $4.2 billion across 289 deals in 2024, 
and this year appears to be off to a strong start 
for the region, which includes Arlington, 
Alexandria, Maryland, Washington, D.C., and 
West Virginia.

PitchBook reports about $950 million 
invested in 61 deals in the region during the 
first quarter of 2026, up from $671 million and 
80 deals year-over-year. 

Virginia as a whole recorded $2.75 billion 
in VC investment in 2025, up from $1.8 billion 
the previous year, according to the PitchBook-
NVCA report. Much of that was driven by 
later-stage venture investment as well as 
about $850 million in angel and seed invest-
ment, a 10% year-over-year increase, says Joe 
Benevento, president and CEO of the Virginia 
Innovation Partnership Corp., a state-run 
nonprofit overseeing commercialization and 
funding of startups.

“Northern Virginia is still the lion’s share of 
overall statewide venture capital investment 
activity,” Benevento says, adding that much of 
the capital came from outside investors. 

Not that Virginia’s anywhere close to 
Silicon Valley, which led the 2025 field with 
$170 billion in 3,500 deals, nearly twice the 
$94 billion invested in 2024, but regional 
experts and business leaders see progress for 
Virginia startups. 

While government contracting has long 
been Northern Virginia’s bread and butter, 
observers see defense tech and AI companies 
doing business with both the government and 
commercial sectors. 

Government activity
Federal contracting has long been a steady 

source of income for Virginia.  
 In fiscal 2024, the federal government com-

mitted about $755 billion on contracting, and 
the U.S. Department of Defense accounted for 
more than half of that, or $445 billion, according 
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to the U.S. Government Accountability 
Offi  ce. Virginia is the biggest benefi ciary of 
that spending, accounting for $109 billion in 
2023, about 62% of which went to Northern 
Virginia, according to the University of 
Virginia’s Weldon Cooper Center for Public 
Service.

While the federal contracting world 
can be a challenge to learn and navigate for 
outsiders, it is oft en lucrative, says Kevin 
Robbins, general partner at McLean-based 
Blue Delta Capital Partners, a venture capital 
fi rm focused exclusively on the federal 
government market. 

He notes that the government’s spending 
on IT and professional services represents 
about 20% of the annual gross domestic 
product. 

“It’s not the fi rst place that a lot of VCs 
look to invest, but when you get a little 
bit of a hiccup elsewhere, if valuations are 
getting really crazy in startup land, if you’re 
worried that AI is going to eat all your 
soft ware investments, if you’re concerned 
about your exposure to tariff s or trade wars, 
well, hey, look over here,” Robbins says. 
“There’s a fi ft h of the U.S. economy in and 
around technology and technology-related 
services that’s kind of insulated from a lot 
of that. … It’s a really ripe environment to 
invest in.”

Adding to that ripening is the Trump 
administration’s eff orts to downsize the 
federal workforce, swapping out workers 
while encouraging technology moderniza-
tion, as well as a proposed $1.5 billion 2027 
defense budget. 

Defense tech companies, particularly 
those with dual-use products designed 
for both government and commercial 
customers, are luring large amounts of 
capital as the defense industrial base fi ghts 
to rebuild and catch up with geopolitical 
needs. At the same time, the propagation 
of AI companies with promising vertical 
solutions and the focus on building a 
domestic semiconductor supply chain — 
along with the resources to support it — 
are fueling investor excitement.

While the government tends to lag 
behind the commercial sector in areas like 
IT management and cloud migration, it is 
on par or even slightly ahead in places like 
cybersecurity, autonomy and certain parts 
of AI, Robbins adds.

“You’ve just got a confl uence of two or 
three massive kinds of investment theses 
rolling through our zip codes,” he says.

Sector growth
Excitement is evident in large invest-

ments in Northern Virginia-based com-
panies in 2025. Just aft er Govini reached 
unicorn status, Sterling-based Heven 

AeroTech, which is producing a hydrogen- 
powered drone, closed on a $100 million 
Series B round led by Maryland-based IonQ, 
pushing its valuation to $1 billion. 

Other big winners include Manassas-
based aviation company Electra.aero, which 
closed a $115 million Series B round in 
April 2025 led by New Jersey-based Prysm 
Capital, and Ballston-based Auterion, which 
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provides soft ware for military drone 
swarms and announced last September 
a $130 million Series B round led by San 
Francisco’s Bessemer Venture Partners. 

“There is a lot of momentum in this 
space,” says Ryan Sublett, vice president of 
fi nance for Rosslyn-headquartered Shift 5, 
which produces an operational intelligence 
platform for military and transportation 
customers. Founded in 2019, Shift 5 raised 
$75 million in a Series C round led by 
London-based Hedosophia in 2025, with 
plans to use the money to continue to 
develop its products.

Venture capital poured about $50 billion 
into defense tech companies in 2025, accord-
ing to PitchBook, but just a handful of years 
ago those same investors were wary of the 
sector until defense disruptors like Palantir 
Technologies and Anduril Industries 
helped rewrite the narrative, Sublett says. 
The Pentagon’s commitment to reforming 
acquisition and prioritizing innovation has 
motivated investors.

“Will the government know how to 
buy this thing, and will the government 
deploy it at the speed of venture capital? 
That’s really been the catalyst to this shift  in 
venture being interested,” Sublett says.

Northern Virginia, home to four of the 
fi ve largest U.S. defense contractors, has not 
been shy about trying to put its stamp on 
ownership of the national security sector. 

“We feel like this is the Silicon Valley 
for defense,” says Derren Burrell, managing 
partner of Veteran Ventures Capital, which 
he started in Tennessee and moved to 
McLean in 2024 to be “closer to the action.”

 An Air Force veteran, Burrell invests 
in dual-use defense tech companies run 
by fellow veterans, typically close to 
the Series A mark. Last August, Veteran 
Ventures Capital closed on its second fund, 
raising an oversubscribed $60 million. 
Burrell says he is investing that money 
in four companies and is completing due 
diligence with six other Virginia startups.

Building an ecosystem
While Northern Virginia’s wealth of 

prime contractors can lead to coattail-riding 
protégés, Burrell notes that regional initia-
tives also help lure investors and startups. 
In February, Arlington and Alexandria’s 
National Innovation Quarter launched 

a series of year-round initiatives to spur 
economic activity, including accelerators 
and investor summits. 

Known as National IQ, it is a public-
private partnership that includes a laundry 
list of who’s who in the National Landing 
neighborhood, including local and state 
government, academia and industry partners. 
Maryland real estate developer JBG Smith, 
the business behind Amazon HQ2 and other 
signifi cant projects, is also a part of the tech 
hub. 

“If you look at all the companies that are 
kind of crowding into this region, into this 
neighborhood, I don’t think there’s a higher 
density of emerging defense tech anywhere 
else in the world,” says Andrew Lackner, 
co-founder of the Virtus Innovation Center, 
which grew out of a partnership between 
Amazon Web Services, VC capital fi rm 
Energy Innovation Capital, JBG Smith and 
others, and focuses on defense and energy 
startups.

Virtus moved into its new 15,000-square-
foot home at 1550 Crystal Drive in the spring 
with plans for up to two dozen startups to 

move in, Lackner says, noting that Energy 
Innovation Capital is raising money for the 
chosen startups. 

“What we’ve seen so far is that there’s 
not a lot of innovation centers right now 
that are purpose-built to house startup 
companies in this space and provide them 
with the sort of platform and also the 
mission-aligned founder community that 
we’re trying to build here,” he says.

While Northern Virginia companies 
may be riding the wave now, one question 
remains: What’s next? 

“We’re on the forefront. … I think that 
this is just the beginning,” Burrell says, 
adding that defense tech will continue 
to have a leading edge, in part because 
“we are seeing real world threats that are 
continuing to escalate on the technology 
curve. We have to continue to do that in 
order to maintain our edge. I see this trend 
continuing to double and triple over the 
next several years.”

Robbins, meanwhile, off ers the same 
advice he gives to Blue Delta’s portfolio 
companies: “Be ready to go at any time.” ■

FEATURE STORY
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Govini CEO Tara Murphy Dougherty 
says Virginia is the “heart and soul 
of U.S. national security.”



Learn more at VIPC.org/labtolaunch

A collaborative statewide partnership 
between VIPC and Virginia’s world-class 
research universities powers Lab-to-Launch, 
accelerating research commercialization and 
technology transfer into the marketplace.

• Standardized and streamlined intellectual 
property (IP) licensing agreement

• Founder-friendly terms and zero out-of-
pocket fees

• IP licensing and commercialization grant 
funding for eligible university spinouts

• Connections to entrepreneurial talent, 
startup capital, and industry partners

L A B - T O - L A U N C H

Expanding opportunity and 
accelerating impact in Virginia.

TRANSLATING 
BREAKTHROUGH

 TO IMPACT.
FASTER.

Lab-to-Launch is redefining 
how Virginia commercializes 

university innovation.

Lab-to-Launch puts Virginia 
in a strong competitive 
position to connect business 
experience with faculty 
innovators, offer start-
ups access to university 
technology with clear terms, 
and create a clear path to 
seed capital.”

— Paula Sorrell, Associate Vice President 
of Innovation & Economic Development 

at George Mason University

“““



THE ELEVATOR PITCH
Virginia’s startup scene is rich with new businesses as diverse as 

the regions of the commonwealth. Virginia Business asked startups 
to send us their best pitches for what makes their businesses 

innovative, and we’ve spotlighted some of our favorites. 
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THE ELEVATOR PITCH
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TRIBUTE 
PROVISIONS
C H A R L O T T E S V I L L E

Founder: Holt Walker
Founded: 2025
Capital raised: $0
Employees: 1
Service provided: Clean-ingredient, 
high-protein cereal
What makes your company 
diff erent? Tribute was built around 
a stricter ingredient standard than 
both conventional cereals and most 
high-protein cereals. We use organic, 
grass-fed whey as our protein source, 
which provides a complete protein 
with all amino acids. We also avoid the 
common shortcuts in the category, 
including seed oils, so-called natural 
fl avors, gums and emulsifi ers.

That combination is what sets 
Tribute apart. In cereal, consumers 
are often forced to choose between 
better macros and better ingredients. 
Conventional cereals typically fall short 
on protein and ingredient quality, while 
most protein cereals improve macros 
but still rely on heavily processed 
formulations and additive-driven 
ingredient decks.

Tribute is designed to close that gap 
by delivering meaningful protein and 
a cleaner ingredient standard in the 
same product.
The pitch: Tribute is a clean-ingredient, 
high-protein cereal built as a daily 
staple. We use real ingredients and 
deliver 12 grams of protein. Sugar is 
kept intentionally low.

The opportunity is to rebuild a 
legacy category that has drifted 
toward ultra-processed formulations. 
Consumers are increasingly looking 
for everyday foods they can trust, but 
options that combine strong nutrition 
with a clean ingredient standard are 
still limited.

Tribute is designed to fi ll that 
gap with a product people can eat 
regularly, whether it’s breakfast, a 
snack or an evening bowl, without 
second-guessing what’s in it.

We are launching direct-to-
consumer, using rapid iteration and 
real-world feedback to refi ne the 
product before expanding into retail.
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AVANT 
GENOMICS
C H A R L O T T E S V I L L E

Co-founders: Rachelle Turiello (CEO, 
pictured) and Renna Nouwairi (COO)
Founded: 2023
Capital raised: $3.5 million
Employees: 7
Service provided: Automated sample 
preparation platform for liquid biopsy
What makes your company diff erent?
Avant Genomics is advancing a 
fi rst-of-its-kind fully automated sample 
preparation platform for liquid biopsy. 
The Avant Source system enables 
consistent, reliable and effi  cient 
collection of tumor-derived cell-free 
DNA (cfDNA) from a simple blood draw, 
solving an urgent gap in the detection 
process. Today, costly and time-
consuming manual workfl ows deliver 
insuffi  cient cfDNA recovery and variable 
results, undermining test performance 
and limiting the utility of liquid biopsy. 

The Avant Source platform is 
distinctly positioned for rapid launch and 
adoption in a large and growing labora-
tory market, and Avant Genomics has a 
seed round near completion and plans 
to initiate a Series A round in 2026. 
Avant is prepared to shift the diagnostic 
paradigm for cancer detection and 
monitoring through next-gen automated 
sample prep.
The pitch: Liquid biopsy will transform 
cancer care through noninvasive, 
blood-based diagnostic and treatment 
monitoring, if we can address the No. 1 
bottleneck today: sample preparation. 
Tedious manual workfl ows result in 
inconsistent, unreliable yield of circulat-
ing tumor DNA from blood samples.

The solution lies in automation. The 
Avant Source platform delivers consis-
tently high DNA-yield samples to enable 
accurate, reliable diagnostic testing. It 
consolidates dozens of manual steps to 
just two — load the sample, remove the 
cartridge — improving yield by nearly 
30%, cutting time to result in half and 
reducing costs by 80%.

Today, there is no fully automated 
solution across the $1.75 billion U.S. 
obtainable market. Avant has built 
momentum on a well-defi ned path to 
launch in 2027, with strong infusions 
of capital, manufacturing underway 
and market leaders signed up for our 
early access program. The potential for 
liquid biopsy to redefi ne cancer care is 
at our fi ngertips — precision starts with 
preparation.
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TIDAL FLIGHT
C H E S A P E A K E

Co-founders (from left): Pranav Krishnamurthy (chief technology officer),  
Mark Lau (chief engineer) and Jude Augustine (CEO)
Founded: 2023
Capital raised: $5.55 million
Employees: 6
Service provided: Hybrid-electric seaplane
What makes your company different? As compared to other companies in 
advanced air mobility, our approach of building a fixed-wing seaplane with an 
existing certification basis under the Federal Aviation Administration’s Part 23 
regulations significantly reduces certification risk and cost. Furthermore, since 
seaplanes are in commercial use today and require very little infrastructure, there 
is already a robust regulatory framework for seaplane operations and minimal 
barriers to rapid scaling of seaplane operations. Polaris is the first hybrid-electric 
seaplane, reducing operating costs by 50%, reducing fuel burn by 85%, reducing 
takeoff noise by about 20 decibels and nearly eliminating corrosion-related 

maintenance. As a hybrid-electric aircraft, Polaris does not depend on charge 
infrastructure, a critical differentiator over other startups building modern 
seaplanes that have focused on fully electric or hydrogen-electric solutions.
The pitch: We are building the next enduring aircraft manufacturer around 
modern propulsion. Our first aircraft is Polaris, a nine- to 12-passenger hybrid-
electric amphibious aircraft designed for coastal regional mobility and defense 
missions. Polaris provides direct access to city centers, vacation destinations and 
remote communities by landing on the waterways they are built around. There are 
13 billion trips of 100 to 500 miles annually in the U.S. alone, and seaplane access 
would save 2-plus hours in door-to-door time for those travelers. For the defense 
sector, Polaris brings low-signature runway independence with a small logistics 
footprint, critical for potential conflict in the Pacific. So far, we have flown three 
one-sixth-scale prototypes, secured more than 150 aircraft and $980 million-plus  
in orders from 12 airlines, and won a $1.25 million U.S. Air Force contract. 
We raised $4 million in summer 2025 and are now building full-scale systems, 
including the full-scale hybrid powertrain and fly-by-wire systems.
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QME
C H A N T I L LY

Co-founders (from left): Aditya Sengar and Akshita Tiwari
Founded: 2022
Capital raised: $0
Employees: 2
Service provided: Quantum computing education
What makes your company diff erent? Most quantum education content is 
built for advanced learners or assumes strong coding backgrounds. qMe is 
designed for fi rst exposure, especially for students who might otherwise self-
select out of the fi eld.

Our approach is rooted in behavioral insight: Students don’t disengage 
because they lack ability, but because they perceive topics as inaccessible. We 
counter this by anchoring quantum concepts in students’ existing interests, 
combining storytelling, research and applied learning. As high school founders 
(now in college), we’ve personally faced this tension, which is why we can 
connect with students on a closer level.

Additionally, qMe doesn’t stop at education. Students publish blogs, build 

up their portfolios and begin engaging with real-world innovation early, creating 
both skill development and identity shifts in who sees themselves in tech. 

A portion of profi ts supports girls’ STEM education in Hyderabad, India. 
Tiwari started qMe to contribute to a cause she not only relates to but also has 
witnessed because of her heritage in India.
The pitch: qMe is rethinking how the next generation approaches technology, 
specifi cally with quantum computing. While most quantum education is 
designed by Ph.D.s for advanced learners, qMe is built by students, for 
students, making complex ideas accessible from the very fi rst exposure.

We’ve taught 300-plus students globally, from elementary school learners 
to university engineering students, guiding them to complete blog articles 
and research projects. Our approach builds on student passions, with even a 
fi rst grader connecting quantum computing to planets. Through partnerships 
across Charlottesville, Northern Virginia and India, we make abstract concepts 
engaging and actionable.

qMe isn’t just teaching quantum computing. We’re redefi ning who gets to 
learn it.
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HERCULE-Q
H A M P T O N

Founder and CEO: Hannah LaCon
Founded: 2022
Capital raised: $100,000
Employees: 6
Service provided: 
Charging infrastructure
What makes your company diff erent?
HerculE-Q diff erentiates itself by focus-
ing on developing governance-enabled 
wireless charging infrastructure rather 
than standalone charging hardware. 
While many companies in the fi eld are 
focused solely on improving charging 
technology, HerculE-Q is building 
systems that integrate infrastructure, 
energy coordination and operational 
oversight into a unifi ed platform.

Additionally, HerculE-Q is focused 
on enabling fl exible and scalable 
deployment models, particularly in 
environments where traditional charging 
infrastructure is diffi  cult to install, such 
as campuses, urban mobility corridors 
and shared transportation systems.

By combining wireless charging with 
infrastructure governance, HerculE-Q 
is working to support a more integrated 
and accessible electrifi ed mobility 
ecosystem.
The pitch: HerculE-Q, with joint venture 
partner Helixis Technology, is building 
PWR-ARC, a governance-enabled 
wireless charging infrastructure designed 
for the next generation of electrifi ed 
mobility. As EVs and micromobility 
scale, the real challenge is no longer 
just charging — it’s how to deploy 
and manage charging infrastructure 
effi  ciently across cities, campuses and 
utility systems. PWR-ARC addresses this 
by combining wireless power transfer 
with a governance layer that enables 
operators to monitor, coordinate and 
scale distributed charging networks.

Our approach reduces infrastructure 
complexity, lowers installation barriers 
and supports grid-aligned deployment 
— making it easier to expand access 
to charging in high-density and 
underserved areas. With early traction 
through university partnerships, 
engineering development with the 
New York Institute of Technology 
and support from NASA and state 
innovation programs, HerculE-Q 
is positioned at the intersection of 
energy, mobility and infrastructure. We 
are building not just a product, but a 
platform for scalable electrifi cation.
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MECHASTRUCTURE
H A M P T O N

Founder and CEO: Iok Wong
Founded: 2025
Capital raised: $50,000
Employees: 1
Service provided: In-space assembly robotic structure
What makes your company different? Unlike conventional spacecraft, 
which must be folded tightly to fit within the constraints of a rocket fairing, 
MechaStructure provides structural systems that enable the construction of mega-
scale assets directly in orbit or on the moon. The in-space assembly (ISA) approach 
facilitates the creation of complex, highly customizable spacecraft architectures 
that would be difficult, if not impossible, to deploy through conventional methods. 

MechaStructure provides an economical, reliable and scalable standardized 
backbone for next-generation space systems. A core objective is to minimize the 
barrier to entry for non-aerospace sectors, enabling customers to leverage the 
unique space environment. By providing managed in-space real estate and utility 
hosting frameworks, MechaStructure allows commercial and scientific customers 

to deploy specialized payloads and capabilities without the need to develop an 
entire spacecraft.
The pitch: The space economy and scientific advancement are accelerating at 
an unprecedented scale. As reusable rockets lower launch costs, non-aerospace 
industries are exploring the unique advantages of the space environment. 
Simultaneously, agencies like NASA are revisiting mega-scale concepts previously 
limited by rocket fairing volumes. While accessing space was the first hurdle, 
building and expanding infrastructure is the critical next step for a flourishing 
orbital economy.

MechaStructure is developing a robotic ISA framework to facilitate the 
construction of mega-scale spacecraft and orbital assets. The ISA approach 
achieves superior packing density, enabling massive structures to launch via 
smaller vehicles while providing flexible mission logistics. Such modularity allows 
spacecraft and infrastructure to be completed, expanded or upgraded across 
multiple launch manifests, similar to the International Space Station (ISS). Unlike 
the ISS, which is human-tended, MechaStructure platforms are operated and 
managed by the same robots that performed the initial assembly of the platform.
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EUNOIA BRA
H E N R I C O  C O U N T Y

Founder and CEO: Ciara Brown-Smith
Founded: 2024
Capital raised: $5,000
Employees: 1
Service provided: Postpartum support products for women who need to suppress 
lactation
What makes your company different? Eunoia Bra was born from a gap that 
has gone largely unaddressed for decades. When women experience lactation 
after loss or choose not to breastfeed, they are still being told to use sports bras 
or plastic wrap — the same advice given 20 years ago. Eunoia Bra is one of the 
very few products designed specifically for this moment. It combines gentle 
compression, full coverage and cooling relief in one thoughtful system. More 
than a product, it’s a brand that centers the emotional experience of postpartum 

transition — meeting women in grief, in choice and in healing with dignity.
The pitch: When Ciara lost her son, RJ, in 2022, her milk came in days later. She 
was told to layer multiple sports bras and wrap her chest in plastic wrap just 
to manage the pain. She then learned this was still the standard advice — the 
same guidance she’d received 16 years earlier as a teenage mother. So, she built 
something better.

Eunoia Bra is a postpartum support brand offering a full-coverage compression 
bra and cooling packs designed for women suppressing lactation — after loss, 
after choosing not to breastfeed or during weaning. It’s a space that has long been 
overlooked by the maternity industry.

Derived from ancient Greek, “eunoia” (yoo-noy-uh) means “beautiful thinking” 
— because even in her most vulnerable moments, every mother deserves a well 
mind. With a growing online presence and a community that deeply needs this 
product, Eunoia Bra is just getting started.
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INTRAINTEL.AI
FA I R FA X  C O U N T Y

Founder and CEO: Dev Roy
Founded: 2024
Capital raised: $300,000
Employees: 8
Service provided: End-to-end AI 
platform for enterprise
What makes your company 
diff erent? We prove it before you pay 
for it. Every engagement starts with 
a free six- to eight-week pilot on your 
real data, measuring your actual key 
performance indicators. We don’t sell 
promises — we sell proven outcomes. 

We are an AI systems integrator, 
not a software vendor. We don’t hand 
you a platform and wish you luck. 
We co-build with every customer — 
capturing their unique workfl ows, 
terminology and success patterns 
— then deploy specialized AI agents 
tailored to their business. 

Our architecture is fundamentally 
diff erent. Zero data migration means 
your data never moves. No security 
risk, no expensive re-platforming, no 
monthslong implementation.

And fi nally — we are technology 
agnostic. As the AI landscape shifts 
daily, our customers are insulated. 

That combination — customer-
fi rst proof, deep customization, zero 
data migration and model agnosticism 
— is extremely diffi  cult to replicate 
at speed.
The pitch: IntraIntel.ai is an end-to-end 
enterprise AI platform — think of 
one single AI platform with our focus 
on “your data, your AI, your way,” 
connecting all diff erent functions 
within your enterprise. It has 15-plus 
active deployments across the 
U.S. and India, $50 million-plus in 
documented customer value and an 
over 95% pilot success rate. Unlike 
point solutions, we replace fragmented 
“AI in pockets” with a unifi ed, zero-
data-migration platform that connects 
to any existing system in minutes 
and delivers measurable return on 
investment in four to eight weeks — 
with proven 70% to 90% operational 
time reductions across healthcare, 
clinical trial, fi nancial services, 
government, cybersecurity and retail. 
We’re currently generating early 
software-as-a-service revenue and 
targeting $2 million in annual recurring 
revenue by the end of 2026. We are 
raising $1.2 million in seed funding to 
accelerate U.S. enterprise sales and 
scale our AI agent library.
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ALPS DX
R I C H M O N D

Co-founders (from left): Les Edinboro (chief science officer)  
and Ali Safavi (president and CEO)
Founded: 2025
Capital raised: $2.2 million
Employees: 8
Service provided: Oral fluid testing automation
What makes your company different? Alps Dx is redesigning and scaling oral 
fluid drug testing by automating its most complex and error-prone stages —  
from collection through sample preparation.

Today, laboratories rely on manual steps to extract, filter and prepare oral fluid 
samples for analysis. Alps Dx replaces this fragmented workflow with an integrat-
ed system of devices, including its Xpressor tool that simplifies sample handling 
through a two-step filtration and capping process and its Atelier platform that 
automates barcode tracking, filtration and sample preparation at scale.

By standardizing these steps, Alps Dx reduces manual handling, improves 
consistency and enables laboratories to scale oral fluid testing more efficiently 
and reliably.

The company is now expanding beyond the lab with connected collection 
and verification tools, including its Capra platform, which introduces digital 
chain-of-custody, identity verification and guided collection.
The pitch: Alps Dx is building automated and connected systems that prepare 
and verify oral fluid samples for drug testing.

The company is building within a multibillion-dollar drug testing market that is 
rapidly expanding beyond traditional lab-based methods to include oral fluid and 
real-world testing environments. This shift is being driven by demand for faster, 
less invasive and more accessible testing across workplace, clinical and emerging 
consumer settings.

As the company scales in 2026, Alps Dx is evolving into a platform 
that supports both high-volume labs and testing that begins in real-world 
environments, from workplace programs and third-party administrators to public 
safety and future consumer-facing applications.

By connecting what happens at the point of collection with what happens 
inside the lab, Alps Dx is helping modernize how drug testing is performed — 
making it more consistent, scalable and aligned with how testing is used in the 
real world.
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URBAN 
REBLOK’D
R O A N O K E

Founder and president:
Joseph Brozovsky
Founded: 2023
Capital raised: $0
Employees: 3
Service provided: Mixed plastics 
recycling
What makes your company diff erent? 
Urban Reblok’d stands apart because 
we’ve designed our model around the 
hardest part of the plastic crisis, not 
the easiest. Most recyclers depend 
on clean, sorted, high-value plastics, 
which represent a small fraction of the 
waste stream. We intentionally target 
the 91% that is traditionally considered 
“unrecyclable,” including mixed, 
contaminated and low-grade plastics.

Our advantage is twofold: feedstock 
access and process fl exibility. Because 
we accept what others reject, we secure 
abundant, low-cost (often negative-cost) 
input supply with minimal competition. 
At the same time, our processing 
approach is material-agnostic, allowing 
us to handle variability without costly 
pre-sorting infrastructure.

Instead of competing in crowded 
recycling markets, we’ve created a new 
category that aligns with tightening 
regulations and growing demand for 
circular materials, while unlocking value 
where others see only waste.
The pitch: Urban Reblok’d is turning 
America’s most ignored waste stream 
into a scalable, revenue-generating 
supply chain. We accept what others 
reject to convert it into premium, 
reusable materials for construction 
and manufacturing applications. We’re 
paid tipping fees to take in that waste 
and unlock additional value on the 
backend, creating a dual-revenue model 
with strong, defensible margins and 
contracted supply.

With 100-plus customers and 
$400,000 in annual recurring revenue, 
we’ve proven demand, pricing power 
and operational viability across 
municipalities and commercial partners.

We are raising $1.5 million to 
$2 million to launch our fi rst full-scale 
manufacturing hub in Southwest 
Virginia, expanding throughput, lowering 
unit costs and creating regional jobs.

As regulation tightens and brands 
face recycled-content mandates, 
demand is accelerating. Plastic waste 
isn’t going away; we make solving it 
profi table and scalable, with proprietary 
processing validated by pilots right now.
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HARDSHELL
C H A R L O T T E S V I L L E

Co-founders (from left): Hunter Moore (chief technology officer)  
and Andrew Schoka (CEO)
Founded: 2025
Capital raised: $1.1 million
Employees: 6
Service provided: AI security platform protecting sensitive datasets 
What makes your company different? Most AI security tools today 
operate at the model layer, running tests on outputs or filtering prompts 
after deployment. That means the threats already embedded in the data, 
like poisoned training sets or leaked sensitive records, go unaddressed. 
Hardshell works upstream, securing datasets before they enter AI systems. 
Our platform is model-agnostic, meaning it works across large language 
models (LLMs), tabular machine learning (ML), computer vision and more, 
giving security teams a single layer of protection across their entire AI stack.

Our founding team brings a rare combination of technical depth and 
operational credibility. We built Hardshell because we saw firsthand 

how sensitive data was being pushed into AI systems without adequate 
protection, and the existing tools weren’t designed to solve that problem.
The pitch: Organizations in healthcare, defense and financial services are 
under pressure to adopt AI, but the sensitive data powering those systems 
remains dangerously exposed. Hardshell secures datasets before they enter 
AI systems, protecting against threats like data poisoning, data leakage and 
adversarial manipulation.

We’ve raised over $1.1 million from investors including VTC Ventures, 
Front Porch Venture Partners, Blu Ventures, Not Yet Ventures and CAV 
Angels. Our commercial customer base is growing across enterprise 
verticals, with an active federal pipeline supported by partnerships with 
defense prime contractors. Our founders bring direct experience from U.S. 
Cyber Command, U.S. Special Operations Command and the Department 
of Defense’s Chief Digital and AI Office. Both serve as adjunct faculty at the 
University of Virginia’s School of Engineering and Applied Science. 

Founded in Charlottesville and backed by leading investors across the 
region, Hardshell is securing the foundation of modern AI.
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SYNAP BIOTECH
N O R F O L K

President, CEO and co-founder: Glenn Block
Founded: 2023
Capital raised: $115,000
Employees: 2
Service provided: Developing an intranasal therapy to unlock the brain’s ability to 
repair itself
What makes your company diff erent? Synap Biotech is focused on neurological 
recovery, an area that has historically received far less attention than acute 
treatments or symptom management.

Our approach is diff erent because we are developing a noninvasive intranasal 
nanobody therapy designed to reach the brain directly and temporarily block 
biological pathways that prevent nerve regeneration.

By unlocking the brain’s natural capacity for repair, we aim to improve 
functional recovery after neurological injury. Our platform also has the potential 
to address multiple conditions — including stroke, traumatic brain injury and 

neurodegenerative diseases — rather than focusing on a single indication.
The pitch: For millions of patients who survive a stroke or traumatic brain injury, 
the real challenge begins after the hospital: regaining the ability to move, speak 
and live independently. Yet few therapies exist that help the brain repair itself once 
the initial injury has passed.

Synap Biotech is working to change that. Our company is developing a 
breakthrough intranasal nanobody therapy designed to unlock the brain’s 
natural ability to recover. The treatment targets Nogo-A and related pathways 
— molecular signals that act as a brake on nerve regeneration. By temporarily 
releasing that brake, we aim to enable the brain to rewire and restore lost function.

Delivered through a simple nasal approach that bypasses the blood-brain 
barrier, our platform has the potential to improve recovery across multiple 
neurological conditions, including strokes, traumatic brain injuries and 
neurodegenerative diseases.

At Synap Biotech, our mission is simple: Reimagine what recovery after brain 
injury can look like. ■
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The long haul
Va. startups delay exits amid private funding fl ush
by Elizabeth Lake

When Blake Hall co-founded ID.me 
in 2010, he intended to take it 
public. More than 15 years later, 

the McLean-based digital identity company is 
still private. But Hall says it’s not a failure of 
ambition; it’s a sign of the times.

“There’s so much more capital in the 
private markets now that it is just easier to get 
access to liquidity and to defer going public 
than it has been, maybe like 10 to 20 years 
ago,” he says. 

Hall acknowledges ID.me isn’t really a 
startup anymore, explaining it is “a growth 
company on the [initial public o� ering] 
track.” 

The company has raised hundreds of 
millions across multiple late-stage rounds and 
is actively in the pre-IPO process, but the path 

has stretched longer for ID.me than it did for 
other businesses that previously went public.

Instead, companies are raising more 
capital, staying private longer and exiting 
later (if at all) nationwide, and Virginia is no 
exception. The median time from a company’s 
� rst venture capital round to IPO grew from 
5.4 years in 2020 to 7.4 years in 2025, says 
Emily Zheng, senior VC research analyst at 
PitchBook. The median Series D or later com-
pany is 10 years old, up from 8.4 years in 2015. 

“This means that a majority of late-stage 
startups have founders and early employees 
who have been waiting over a decade for 
liquidity,” Zheng notes. 

Virginia companies collectively raised 
$2.75 billion in venture capital in 2025, accord-
ing to the PitchBook-NVCA Venture Monitor. 

That’s roughly triple the amount raised in 
2015. Nationally, megadeals of $100 million or 
more became more common in 2025, a sign 
companies would rather raise more late-stage 
rounds than plan for a sale or IPO. 

Why are companies staying private for 
longer? They have more funding options 
than they used to, evident in how the private 
investment market has ballooned. BlackRock 
projects it’ll grow from $13 trillion in 2024 
to $20 trillion by 2030. That gives founders 
the chance to raise more capital without the 
attention of being a public company.

“It’s hard to be a public company in terms 
of the operating rigor and the scrutiny,” 
Hall says. “You can clearly get access to 
massive liquidity without going to the public 
markets.”

LATE-STAGE STARTUPS

Currently, companies can easily 
access capital without going public, 
according to ID.me co-founder and 
CEO Blake Hall.
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Speed bumps
Amias Gerety, partner and head of the U.S. 

for Alexandria-based QED Investors, says the 
bar for public markets has risen. He recalls 
pitching an investor in 2021 on one of his 
portfolio companies “� irting with a [special 
purpose acquisition company] deal” doing 
$40 million in revenue and on track to hit 
$100 million the following year.

“I don’t have time for companies with 
$40 million in revenue,” Gerety says the 
investor told him. “In order for it to be 
worth the time of the mass of public market 
investors, you need to have enough scale 
to be interesting to them.” That threshold 
is roughly $500 million in revenue and a 
$5 billion market cap, he says.

Late-stage private rounds also provide 
greater proof of value for employees. 
Secondary transactions, in which existing 
shareholders sell a portion of their stake to 
new investors, give employees a chance to see 

their equity become real without forcing an 
IPO, Hall says. 

“People can buy houses and change their 
lifestyle,” Hall says. “So the question might 
almost be the reverse: Why would you go 
public? You can solve for all capital needs 
[and] avoid this microscope that’s always over 
the business.”

Hall still insists, though, that ID.me will go 
public. “Successful IPOs [have] a predictable 
business,” he says. “If you have a predictable 
business, then being public can be amazing.”

While Hall’s company is staying private 
from a position of strength, not every 
company is. 

Zheng describes the current landscape as a 
“tale of two markets.” A� er interest rates rose 
sharply in 2022, venture activity slowed and 
exits dried up. Fewer exits meant fewer cash 
returns to limited partners — pension funds, 
university endowments and wealthy indi-
viduals who supply the capital that VC � rms 

invest — and that made them more selective 
about new funds they’d back. Plus, investors 
have become obsessed with AI-related startups 
since ChatGPT’s introduction in late 2022.

“This hyper-focus on top startups and AI 
has allowed these companies to raise seem-
ingly unlimited amounts of private capital at 
rapidly rising valuations, reducing the need 
to exit, while the rest of VC struggles to close 
a single round,” Zheng says. 

Meanwhile, Gerety and Hall agree the 
calculus for going public has changed. 
Hall describes an IPO as a “one-way door,” 
meaning once a company goes through it 
unprepared, there’s no easy way back. A miss 
on earnings can tank stock prices, resulting 
in diminished employee morale.

“The operating discipline to go public and 
have it be a wise decision over the medium  
to long term requires a level of excellence 
that a lot of young companies simply don’t 
have,” Hall says. ■
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Revving up
Va. founders use AI to jumpstart companies
by Jim Morrison

Rakesh Nair, an engineer with 
experience building large-scale 
platforms for companies like 

Capital One Financial, Wipro and Fiserv, 
had a problem. His annual contract for 
lawn-mowing at his Glen Allen home called 
for weekly service, but the growing season 
fl uctuated, meaning some weeks his grass 
didn’t need a haircut.

Those bills, though, kept coming. 
So, he decided in 2024 to build a plat-

form where the customer had full control, 
the ability to pause or change the schedule 
at will. His startup, Nestease, began with 
mowing but soon branched out into about 
20 services, including cleaning, junk 
removal, tree trimming, yard materials 
delivery and pressure washing.

As the sole founder, Nair does everything 
from engineering to marketing to schedul-
ing delivery. But he doesn’t do it alone. 

“I have to say that my co-founders are 
the AI that I work with,” he says, adding that 
he uses artifi cial intelligence daily. “Instead 
of talking to another founder and giving 
them ideas, I run my ideas and everything 
else through AI.”

Like many startup founders, Nair has 
discovered that leveraging AI is a force 
multiplier, reducing cost and time. 

Carlos Bortoni, senior director of global 
tech strategy at the University of Virginia’s 
Batten Institute for Entrepreneurship, 
Innovation and Technology, has watched AI 
become indispensable.

“It’s really interesting to see how the 
startup ecosystem and how entrepreneurs 
have quickly gravitated towards AI tools,” 
Bortoni says, “as a mechanism, and, in many 
cases, as a valued co-worker, in terms of the 
entire funnel, when thinking and launching 
and scaling a startup.

“The speed through which someone 
can come up with a prototype and take it to 
market to test that assumption is from zero 
to 60,” he adds. “It’s insanely fast.”

Charlie O’Brien, senior product and 
operations manager at Norfolk incubator 
757 Collab, says the organization has helped 
entrepreneurs use AI to brainstorm and 
plan in weekend sessions.

“At the end of the day,” he says, “execu-
tion is pretty much everything in the world 
of startups, and AI is not only helping you 

ideate more properly, think through who 
your customers are, discover the best prac-
tices, but then also go through and execute 
your vision and bring that to reality.”

Saving money
Historically, startups needed someone 

with a tech background on the team, 

“My co-founders are 
the AI that I work 
with,” says Nestease 
founder Rakesh Nair.
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Bortoni says. That’s no longer the case. 
Not only can a nascent company create a 
prototype more easily, but AI jumpstarts 
scaling because it’s not necessary to hire as 
many people to connect with customers and 
do the marketing. 

“The landscape is changing, I like to 
say, by the week,” he says, “which makes it 
incredibly exciting and also terrifying for 
established players who can’t keep up.”

Student teams, Bortoni says, recently 
were given use cases by the university’s 
health system and collaborated with AI to 
produce a range of prototypes for processes 
like emergency room triaging and drug 
development. 

“That’s on the front end, which I find 
very exciting,” he adds. “How do you 
connect real-world problems with people 
who can build a prototype quickly?” 

Nair used AI to do market analysis, track 
customer engagement patterns, determine 

routing for crews, and even to build screens 
he needed for internal use and the Nestease 
website, something that would have taken 
weeks in the past. 

He has crews take photos of their work. 
AI checks and helps determine if they need 
to rectify any deficiencies. He plans to start 
using photos and videos run through AI to 
create pricing quotes that customers can see 
immediately. 

A Virginia Tech electrical and computer 
engineering professor, Creed Jones is also 
co-founder and chief technology officer of 
Blink Frames, which created eyeglasses that 
track ocular health data. He says the com-
pany used AI to examine its data security as 
well as components like light sensors for the 
glasses. Using AI to research components 
rather than hiring consultants saved the 
company significant money, Jones says.  

Bortoni agrees that AI means startups 
can be more strategic in their hiring, 

potentially leading investors to consider 
prototypes fleshed out with AI early in 
development. 

“It allows you to move the ball farther 
down the field for longer before you need  
to hire someone with that technical back-
ground, and you may not need to hire five  
or 10 engineers,” he says. “You may only 
need one or two.”

What happens when everyone has 
access to AI that solves problems, publishes 
websites, creates media, finds customers  
and helps with procurement? 

“If you’re an early adopter,” O’Brien 
says, “I would say you got first mover 
advantage.”

But, he cautions, “You’ve got to fact-check 
it, understand it and critically think. Those 
skills are just as important now as the abil-
ity to create incredibly high-quality work is 
easier than ever, but it’s also just as easy for 
that information to be false.” ■
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From bedside to boardroom
Va. health systems guide employee-inventors to launch
by Beth JoJack

Whether bedside or in the 
operating room, healthcare 
practitioners see � rsthand 

where medical technology falls short — 
and where opportunity exists.

“We love to get inventions from doctors 
… because their inventions � ll a speci� c 
gap in the market,” says Ivelina Metcheva, 
Virginia Commonwealth University’s 
assistant vice president for innovation.

Medical school may prepare pediatricians 
to treat strep throat, but most doctors don’t 
graduate with expertise in patent law or 
business development. That’s why several 
health systems in the commonwealth 
connect practitioners with o�  cials trained 
to shepherd promising ideas for medical 
devices or diagnostic tools through develop-
ment to commercialization. 

Dr. Jonathan Isaacs, chair of VCU Health’s 
Division of Hand Surgery and a professor 
in the School of Medicine, knew his � eld of 
medicine had a problem: Repairing nerves 
with sutures is time-consuming and techni-
cally demanding.

About 15 years ago, Isaacs had an 
idea for a solution. Not every idea for an 
invention makes it to commercialization 
but Isaacs’ concept did, with the aid of VCU’s 
TechTransfer and Ventures o�  ce, which 
helps commercialize inventions created by 
VCU scholars and sta� .

Isaacs’ Nerve Tape uses biomaterial and 
integrated microscale hooks to connect 
nerves faster and more accurately. Since the 
product entered the market in 2024, more 
than 3,500 Nerve Tape devices have been 
implanted. 

The business side
In 2020, Roanoke-based Carilion Clinic 

launched its Carilion Innovation department 
to support employees interested in develop-
ing medical devices and other healthcare-
related inventions.  

  When a Carilion employee comes 
forward with an idea, Carilion Innovation 
evaluates its potential — not only for 
pro� tability but also for patient impact, 
particularly in rural communities. 

“We can pursue some things that aren’t 
going to be quite as lucrative as maybe 
other groups would require,” says Carilion 
Director of Innovation Aileen Helsel.   

Carilion Innovation can help with 
rapid prototyping and outside expertise. 
The o�  ce also o� ers funding to develop 
innovations, ranging from $5,000 to $50,000.

At the University of Virginia, the U.Va. 
Comprehensive Cancer Center Accelerating 
Innovation Fund established in 2024 
provides $150,000 grants to innovators. The 
cancer center has committed $1 million 
annually to the program.

To compete for funding, applicants must 
clearly demonstrate how their innovation 
improves on existing solutions and show 

an understanding of the market, according 
to Sharon Krueger, senior director of 
research commercialization programs and 
relationships in the medical school’s O�  ce 
for Research.

VCU, meanwhile, o� ers a $50,000 com-
mercialization fund that helps inventors 
build prototypes, conduct studies and re� ne 
their technologies for industry partners or 
investors.

When a license is secured, VCU inven-
tors receive 40% of the proceeds, with the 
remainder distributed among the university, 
the inventor’s department and the relevant 
school.

U.Va. follows a similar model, distribut-
ing 35% of licensing revenue to inventors, 
with the remaining funds allocated to 
university programs and research support. 
Carilion o�  cials declined to detail their 
revenue-sharing structure but said inventors 
receive � nancial bene� ts.

Isaacs credits the VCU TechTransfer and 
Ventures o�  ce with the success of his Nerve 
Tape. During development, he had trouble 
� nding someone with the specialized 
expertise to engineer microhooks.

He later discovered Atlanta-based Axion 
Biosystems, a company with expertise in 
microneedles. The company’s leadership, 
however, wasn’t initially excited to use their 
technology to repair nerves, according to 
Isaacs. 

Thankfully, VCU’s TechTransfer and 
Ventures o�  ce got the deal made.

In 2019, BioCircuit Technologies spun 
o�  from Axion Biosystems to focus on 
Nerve Tape. In 2025, the company made the 
Inc. 5000 list, which recognizes the fastest-
growing private companies in the United 
States.

“If [VCU sta� ] hadn’t navigated it 
perfectly, we would have ended up with 
nothing,” Isaacs says. ■
For a longer version of this story, visit VirginiaBusiness.com. 

VCU’s TechTransfer 
and Ventures offi  ce 
helped Dr. Jonathan 
Isaacs commercialize 
Nerve Tape.



Virginia incubators and accelerators
Company Location Website Cohorts Length Investment per

company
Office
space Accelerator Incubator

434 Charlottesville 434.co Rolling 9 months $20,000 • •

757 Accelerate Norfolk 757collab.org/accelerate Annual 9 weeks $10,000 • •

757 Startup Studios Norfolk 757startupstudios.org Two per
year 25 weeks None • •

1Activation Capital Richmond activation.capital Rolling 90 days None • • •

2B-Force Norfolk blackbrand.biz Rolling 12 weeks $15,000 •

Commonwealth Cyber Incubator +3Accelerator
Arlington

County cyberinitiative.org Annual 5 month $50,000 • •

Dan River Business Development
Center Danville drbdc.com Rolling Varies None • •

Dominion Energy Innovation
Center Accelerate Ashland dominnovation.com Annual 11 weeks None • •

EBE Business Accelerator -
Virginia Black Chamber of

Commerce
Fredericksburg vablackchamberofcommerce.org/

ebe-accelerator-program
Three per

year 10 week NA •

Grow@1717 Accelerator Richmond 1717innovationcenter.
capitalone.com Annual 12 weeks Varies • • •

Innovation Commercialization
Assistance Program (ICAP) Fairfax virginiasbdc.org/programs/ icap Six per year

7 weeks and
ongoing
support

None • •

4Jackson Ward Collective Richmond thejwcfoundation.org Two per
year

12 months
and ongoing

support
Microgrants • •

The Launch Place Danville thelaunchplace.org Rolling NA NA • •

Lighthouse Network Richmond lighthousenetwork.co Annual 11 weeks NA •

5MACH37 Tysons mach37.com Annual 12 weeks None •

Mason Enterprise Center Fairfax mec-fairfax.org Rolling Varies None • • •

Old Dominion University Institute
for Innovation & Entrepreneurship Norfolk odu.edu/iie Rolling Varies None • • •

Open Seas Technology Innovation
Hub at ODU Norfolk openseashub.org Rolling Varies None •

The PenFed Foundation - Veteran
Entrepreneur Program (VEP) Tysons penfedfoundation.org Annual

3 days in
person + 6

weeks virtual
NA • •

Prince William Science
Accelerator Gainesville pwcded.org/life-sciences Ongoing

access Variable Incentives, grants
available • •

REaKTOR Technology Innovation
Center Hampton reaktor757.org Rolling Variable None • • •

Regional Accelerator & Mentoring
Program (RAMP) Roanoke ramprb.com Two per

year 12 weeks $20,000 • •

6Riot Accelerator Program

Stafford
County;

locations in
North Carolina

riot.org Three per
year 12 weeks None • •

RISE Resilience Innovations Norfolk riseresilience.org Two per
year

Averages 1
year Average:$300,000 • • •

Shenandoah Community Capital
Fund Staunton sccfva.org Two per

year 16 weeks
$1,000 to

$50,000
microloans

• •

Startup Virginia Richmond startupvirginia.org Rolling Ongoing None • •

7Zebox America Arlington
County ze-box.io/hubs/america Rolling 1 year None • • •

Note: A sampling of incubators and accelerators around Virginia.
Source: Individual organizations
1 Focuses on biotech innovation 2 For Black- and Latino-owned businesses at least 2 years old
3 Focuses on cybersecurity. Must include a faculty member of a public, Virginia-based higher education institution as its principal investigator.
4 Focus is on Black business owners in Richmond region 5 Focuses on cyber 6 Not all cohorts in both locations
7 Focuses on technology solutions for its corporate sponsors, which include logistics and transportation companies
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Early-stage funders
Name Location Website Funding range Investment focus Screening process

757 Angels Norfolk 757collab.org/angels $500K to $5M
Virginia startups with potential for a risk-
adjusted return of 5-10x; must have exit

strategy

Web application, pre-
screening, screening,

virtual pitch

Blu Venture Investors Vienna bluventureinvestors.com Seed: $50K to $250K; Cyber
Fund: $1M to $3M

Technology (including SaaS, IoT, telecom,
noninvasive bio sciences, cybersecurity,

fintech)

1-week screening, 6-8
weeks of due diligence

Blue Heron Capital Richmond blueheroncap.com $2M to $8M

Growth equity firm. Focuses mostly on
health care IT services and enterprise

software companies with $2M to $20M in
revenue.

4- to 6-month process
from first meeting to

close

CAV Angels Charlottesville cavangels.com $250K to $1M University of Virginia-affiliated, high-growth
startups seeking seed or Series A financing

Review by executive
committee, presented to
members, due diligence,

virtual pitch

Charlottesville Angel
Network Charlottesville cvilleangelnetwork.net $100K to $300K

CAN invests in seed, angel and friends/
family rounds for startups raising less than

$5M. Investments include SaaS, digital
health care, biotech, consumer products,

clean energy, ed tech. 50%+ startups
supported are Virginia-based.

Screening committee
selects 3 companies per

month to present to CAN
members.

Commonwealth
Commercialization Fund

(CCF) Virginia Innovation
Partnership Corp. (VIPC)

Statewide
vipc.org/funding/
commonwealth-

commercialization-fund
$100K to $300K (tiered) Virginia-based pre-seed technology and life

science startups

Online application;
eligibility & tier review;

pitching/review and due
diligence; final award

decision by VIPC

Fairfax Founders Fund Fairfax
fairfaxcounty.gov/

economic-initiatives/
fairfax-founders-fund

Up to $50K Early-stage Fairfax County-based startups
on a high-growth trajectory

Application, review by
Fairfax County

Department of Economic
Initiatives, pitch

The Launch Place Danville thelaunchplace.org

Pre-seed: $25K for product/
market valuation, $50K for

business model refinement;
Seed: $100K to $250K,

maxing out at $500K per
company

Priorities include nanotech, alternative
energy, advanced manufacturing

Seed: Decision within 2
weeks. Due diligence,

on-site visits, board
meeting.

Lavrock Ventures Arlington lavrockvc.com $500K to $4M Early-stage tech companies with B2B
focus. No B2C or e-commerce. N/A

New Dominion Angels Tysons newdominionangels.com Minimum aggregated
investment of $200K

Early-stage mid-Atlantic startups, mostly
SaaS and IoT

Application, initial
screening, in-person

screening, dinner
meetings, due diligence

Rezon8 Capital & Advisory
Group Great Falls rezon8capital.com $25K to $2M (median about

$200K)
Tech-driven service companies at various

stages of growth across industries Decision within 2 weeks

Route 66 Ventures Alexandria route66ventures.com $500K to $4M Financial services and digital health tech
companies N/A

Totipotent Capital Arlington totipotent.vc $40K to $150K Health care access, procurement, disease
management

Review meetings held
every 2 weeks

Trolley Ventures Richmond trolleyventures.com $50K to $500K
Central Virginia early-stage companies in all
industries except real estate. (Post-revenue

businesses preferred.)
N/A

U.Va. Licensing & Ventures
Group Seed Fund Charlottesville lvg.virginia.edu/funding/

uva-lvg-seed-fund

Seed Fund initial investment
in early rounds has grown to

~$850K (alongside co-
investors); total investment

can be higher with follow-on.

Companies created from University of
Virginia research by faculty, students, staff,

iLab companies and alumni
Can take up to 9 months

Virginia Venture Partners Richmond;
Herndon

virginiaipc.org/funding/
virginia-venture-

partners/
Up to $500K

Early-stage, pre-seed companies
headquartered in Virginia. Focuses include

tech; life sciences; energy efficiency/
renewables; and minority- and women-

owned companies.

All submissions will be
reviewed in a timely

manner.

VTC Ventures Roanoke vtcventures.com
VTC Innovation Fund: up to

$5M; VTC Seed Fund: $100K
to $350K

High-growth companies with connection to
Virginia Tech or Carilion Clinic, or within 75

miles of Roanoke. Not limited to Va.
companies.

N/A

Note: A sampling of Virginia-based private equity firms and organizations providing seed funding and early-stage venture capital to high-growth startups
NA: Not available
Source: Staff research, individual organizations
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1 ID.me McLean Information technology Ares Management, Moonshots Capital, Positive Sum, Ribbit Capital Sept. 3 $340 

2 HawkEye 360 Herndon Information technology Center15 Capital, NightDragon Dec. 18 150

3 Electra.aero Manassas Business products and services
Honeywell, Lockheed Martin Ventures, Prysm Capital, Safran (Paris), 
Statkraft Ventures, Virginia Innovation Partnership Corp.

April 21 115

4  
(tie) Antithesis Vienna Information technology

Amplify Partners, Dwarkesh Patel, First In, Hyperion Capital Ventures, Jane 
Street, Patrick Collison, Sholto Douglas, Spark Capital, Tamarack Global, 
Teamworthy Group

Dec. 1 105

4  
(tie) Auterion Arlington County Information technology Bessemer Venture Partners, Lakestar, Mosaic Ventures, Rheinmetall Sept. 13 105

6 Void Star Holdings Vienna Business products and services N/A Dec. 12 103.07

7 Heven AeroTech Dulles Business products and services IonQ, Texas Venture Partners Dec. 1 100

8 Soli Organic Harrisonburg
Materials and resources: 
Agriculture

Horizon Ventures, Movendo Capital, S2G Investments, XPV Water Partners Aug. 7 90.99

9 Lynk Global Falls Church Information technology Balerion Space Ventures Feb. 11 85.19

10 
(tie) Shift5 Rosslyn Business products and services

645 Ventures, AE Industrial Partners, Booz Allen Ventures, Center15 Capital, 
CSP Associates, Disruptive, Hedosophia, Insight Partners (New York), Moore 
Strategic Ventures, Savano Capital Partners, Squadra Ventures

July 8 75

10 
(tie) SpecterOps Alexandria Information technology

Ansa Capital, Ballistic Ventures (California), Blu Stone Management, Cisco 
Investments, Decibel Partners, Insight Partners (New York), M12

March 5 75

Company name Locality Industry Investor(s) Close date
Deal value 

($000)

Top venture capital deals in Virginia1

1 For calendar year 2025. Data retrieved Dec. 31, 2025.	 Source: PitchBook data
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Name Location(s) Website Amenities Membership costs

@LT Offices Vinton, Cave Spring altoffices.com 24-hour access, all utilities paid, office
furniture, parking spot

Dedicated desk: $195/mo. Premium office:
$645/mo. Private office: $495/mo.

Assembly Norfolk assemblynfk.com Fiber internet/Wi-Fi, kitchen, printer access,
mailroom, library, podcast recording room

Individual Rates - Starter plan: $150/mo.
Standard: $250/mo. Pro: $350/mo.

Discounts for nonprofits and students and
annual plans. Company membership rates

available.

Bloom Coworking Portsmouth (2) bloomcoworking.org
Fully furnished, reception staffed during

business hours, coffee bar/kitchen, Wi-Fi,
printer/copier/scanner

Standard: $99/mo. Desks: shared $149/mo.;
dedicated $279/mo. Executive offices: from

$399/mo. Team offices: from $599/mo.

Brickyard Ashburn, Chantilly,
Woodbridge brickyardcowork.com Coffee, conference rooms, postal address,

Wi-Fi, printers, notary
Flex desk: $249/mo. Private office: starting at

$1,049/mo.

Broadway Coworking Broadway broadwaycoworking.net 24/7 access, copy and print center, lockers Regular membership: $200/mo. Mini office:
$250/mo.

Carr Workplaces Alexandria (2), Arlington,
Reston, McLean carrworkplaces.com Community cafe, business center, IT

services, on-site EV chargers
Workspace: starting at $250/per pkg. Office

space: 50% off first 3 mnths.

Carytown Coworking Richmond carytowncoworking.com Conference rooms, mail and notary services,
game room

Just the Basics plan: $125/mo. Unlimited
coworking: $250/mo.

Codebase Coworking Charlottesville codebasecoworking.com

Cafe, direct connect fiber, parking, on-site
staff, phone booths, meeting spaces, secure,

24/7 access, flexibility, unique common
areas, business class printer, nursing room,
advanced HVAC standards, kitchen/pantry

access, bike parking, on-site showers,
enhanced cleaning services, event space

discounts

Virtual office $99-$199/mo., Co-working:
$349-$399/mo., Dedicated desk: $525/mo.;

Private offices: $950-$2,950/mo., Podcasting
studio: $129/mo.

CoLab Roanoke Roanoke colabroanoke.com 24-hour access, parking, coffee, kitchen,
shower, Wi-Fi, kombucha

Recording: $165/mo. Dedicated desk $275/
mo. Setup fee: $25

Gather
Richmond (2), Midlothian,

Glen Allen, Newport News,
Norfolk, Virginia Beach

workatgather.com Coffee, podcast booths, 24-hour access,
private offices, furnished office space

Annual coworking plan: $250/mo. Annual
dedicated desk plan: $350/mo.

The IncuHub Hampton, Portsmouth theincuhub.com Lockable file cabinet, unlimited conference
room use, business mail address

Shared desks: $85/mo. Dedicated desk:
$215/mo. Private office from $445/mo.

Intelligent Office
Alexandria, Arlington

County, Fairfax County,
Reston, Rosslyn, Tysons

intelligentoffice.com Includes fitness center at most locations, free
parking, mail services, on-site notary

Costs vary by location. Drop-in desk,
dedicated desk and premium dedicated

office memberships available at most
locations.

Momentum Coworking Lynchburg momentumcoworking.com Coffee, conference rooms, printers Meet and Greet membership: $30/mo.
Platinum membership: $375/mo.

The Perch at Magpie Harrisonburg theperchworkspace.com 24/7 access, coffee, free parking, Wi-Fi General membership: $150/mo. Office: $650/
mo.

Percolator Norfolk percolatorspace.com High-speed internet, copier access, coffee
and water, cleaning service

Membership: $95/mo. Dedicated desk:
$350/mo. Private office: $495/mo.

Southside CoShare at
the DRBDC

Danville, Chatham,
Tightsqueeze, Martinsville,

South Boston

drbdc.com/coworking-
space-danville-va/

Receptionist, libary, high-speed internet,
central mail, audiovisual equipment

Private Office: $300-$650/mo. Bay Space:
$1,000-$1,750/mo.

Spark Innovation Center Altavista sparkinnovationcenter.com

Printing + copying, mail + deliveries, creative
lab + makerspace, private phonebooths,

staffed reception, kitchen free coffee, private
phone lines, business coaching, high-speed

internet

Daily access: $15.00/day, Flex: $99/mo.,
Dedicated desk: $199/mo., Office: $299/mo.,

Community: $39/yr., Creative Lab: $59/mo.,
Corporate: $200/mo.

Staunton Innovation Hub Staunton stauntonhub.com A/V room, phone booths, rooftop deck Coworking 24/7 plan: $156/mo. Dedicated
desk: $250/mo.

Studio IX Charlottesville studioix.co On-site staff, coffee, soundproof phone
booths, high speed internet

Flex member: $215/mo. Dedicated desk:
$365/mo. Private office: $950-$2,000/mo.

Vault Virginia Charlottesville vaultvirginia.com

24/7 building access, conference room
usage, high-speed internet, printing

privileges included, mail handling, guest
access, complimentary coffee

Dedicated desks: $450/mo. Coworking: $250
- $350/mo. Offices and Suites: $900 -

$3,500/mo.

VentureX
Arlington County, Fairfax,

Ashburn, Richmond,
Chesapeake

venturex.com Networking events, event space, coffee and
tea

Community membership varies by location.
$100-$199/mo.

WeWork Arlington County (2),
Tysons wework.com Wi-Fi, unlimited coffee, on-site support,

fitness center
All Access Basic: starting at 160/mo. Plus:

starting at $240/mo.

Work/Place Hampton, Newport News workplaceva.com
24-hour access, coffee, tea, business center,

furniture, mailbox and package handling,
outdoor patio

Dedicated desk starting at $250/mo. Private
office starting at $445/mo. Hot desk

beginning at $50/mo.

Xcyte Leesburg xcyteworkspace.com Conference rooms, kitchen, mail service Part-time plan: $175/mo. Dedicated desk:
$350/mo.

A sampling of coworking spaces with locations in Virginia
Source: Staff research, individual companies



COMMENTARY

Photo courtesy Crutchfield Corp. 

Entrepreneurs: Think creatively
by Bill Crutchfield

I founded Crutchfield Corp. 52 years ago.  
Looking back over those many years, 
I see a unique factor which led to 

my success: It is my willingness to think 
unconventionally. More precisely, it is my 
willingness to think unconventionally 
when I invented and, later, when I 
reinvented my business. 

In 1974, I founded a car audio mail order 
company in my mother’s basement with 
only $1,000 in capital and a $25,000 bank 
loan. As with most startups, the teething 
pains were tough until I found a viable 
niche. It was a totally unique type of catalog. 
At the time, one of the “best practices” in 
the mail order industry was that every 
square inch of a catalog should be devoted 
to selling space. I violated that best practice 
by inventing what is now known as the 
magalog, a hybrid between a magazine and 
a catalog. Besides the presentation of prod-
ucts, it provided the informational content 
that my shoppers needed. This new catalog 
format, complemented by strong support 
services, led to six years of soaring sales. 

In 1982, sales slowed. The next year, 
they contracted and led to my company’s 
only operating loss in our 52-year history. 
Experts gave me all the traditional advice 
like cutting prices to compete with our 
less service-oriented competitors, lowering 

expenses by reducing our support services, 
and replacing myself with a “professional” 
CEO. I looked for a more unconventional 
solution. 

In the early years, I answered sales calls, 
packed orders, ensured that those orders were 
shipped immediately, and quickly resolved 
customer problems. However, as the com-
pany grew, I delegated these functions to my 
growing workforce. Because of this delega-
tion, my frontline people were not treating 
our customers with the respect which I had 
shown them. That was the problem.

My solution was the creation of a strong 
organizational culture which aligned with 
my behavior. To accomplish it, I created a 
set of core values centered around treating 
customers, employees and business partners 
with an exceptionally high level of respect. 
Initially, I inculcated these values into my 
existing employees. Since then, we have 
hired and trained new employees based 
on our core values. This unconventional 
solution worked. Sales and earnings grew 
tremendously over the ensuing years.

An example of a highly consequential 
reinvention was in early 1995 when I created 
a “skunkworks” to develop a website. At the 
time, few people knew about the internet 
and its potential for commerce. Several 
prominent business executives told me that 

I was crazy since they believed that no one 
would ever buy consumer products using a 
personal computer. Nevertheless, I launched 
this “crazy” initiative. Doing so transformed 
my company from a small catalog to a large 
online retailer.

These are only two examples of my 
unconventional thinking. Over the past 
52 years, I have successfully applied this 
practice to countless other situations. I am 
not alone in thinking this way. One of the 
world’s most transformative entrepreneurs 
was Steve Jobs. When he returned to Apple 
in 1997 (after being fired in 1985), Jobs put 
signs up throughout the company which 
read, “Think Different.” That different 
thinking propelled Apple from an almost 
bankrupt company to one of the world’s 
most valuable.

In conclusion, my recommendation 
to new entrepreneurs is to never resist 
thinking unconventionally when conditions 
dictate. And to never discount the need to 
professionally manage the business. Both 
unconventional thinking along with proven 
management practices are two of the major 
contributors which led to my success. ■  

Bill Crutchfield is the founder and CEO of Crutchfield Corp.,  
a consumer electronics retailer based in Charlottesville.  
The company has about 600 employees and approximately 
$400 million in annual sales. 
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Learn more at VIPC.org/labtolaunch

A collaborative statewide partnership 
between VIPC and Virginia’s world-class 
research universities powers Lab-to-Launch, 
accelerating research commercialization and 
technology transfer into the marketplace.

• Standardized and streamlined intellectual 
property (IP) licensing agreement

• Founder-friendly terms and zero out-of-
pocket fees

• IP licensing and commercialization grant 
funding for eligible university spinouts

• Connections to entrepreneurial talent, 
startup capital, and industry partners

L A B - T O - L A U N C H

Expanding opportunity and 
accelerating impact in Virginia.

TRANSLATING 
BREAKTHROUGH

 TO IMPACT.
FASTER.

Lab-to-Launch is redefining 
how Virginia commercializes 

university innovation.

Lab-to-Launch puts Virginia 
in a strong competitive 
position to connect business 
experience with faculty 
innovators, offer start-
ups access to university 
technology with clear terms, 
and create a clear path to 
seed capital.”

— Paula Sorrell, Associate Vice President 
of Innovation & Economic Development 

at George Mason University

“““




